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Kathy




“What the hell is going on? And turn off that damn noise,” Captain Devereaux barked. 

“Aye, aye, sir. Captain on the bridge.” First Officer Kathy Bettencourt was already reaching to silence the braying alarm from her station when the Captain entered the bridge, buttoning his collar as he sat in the captain’s chair. “We’re still working on the cause.”

“Not that I don’t know every damn nut and bolt on my ship and every stinking noise it makes, but what the hell was that alarm?”

“We’re under attack.”

“What?”

She waved him down. “The ship’s sensors picked up an external energy discharge and interpreted it as an attack on the ship.”

“Bridge, the Engineer is online,” a voice called from the speaker on the ceiling.

“Good morning, Engineer,” Charles said. “To repeat myself, what the hell is going on?”

“Captain, this is Comm. We were in the process of inserting communications and navigation satellites around New Earth and the Moon when we lost contact with the P1 satellite approaching the Moon. We have no comm at all.”

“Captain, this is Sensors. We’re playing back video, and it appears an energy beam near the polar south end of the Moon took out the satellite. The beam came within our proximity and activated the attack alarm. We’re sending the video to the bridge screen in a few seconds.”

“Engineer, tell me your team has already pulled back the rest of the satellites,” Charles said, his voice urgent.

“Yes, sir. The watch officer gave the command when she saw what happened. They may run out of fuel, but it’ll be no problem to pick them up.”

“That’s problem number five hundred. We’re working on problem number one. Is the ship in danger of being hit by that energy beam?”

“We haven’t activated that beam from our current Lagrange point. We’re thinking we’re safe, Captain.”

Charles shook his head, his voice harsh. “We’re not paid to guess. If that beam destroyed a satellite from its source on the Moon, it wouldn’t take much more energy to reach Salvation and breach the Ring.”

Kathy understood his emotions. Thousands of Passengers lived in the Ring, and few would have time to reach emergency stations if the Ring were breached and opened to space.

“Give us fifteen more minutes to assess, sir,” the Engineer said.

“Do it. Bridge out.” He turned to Gemma and Damion at their stations. “Helm, prepare systems to leave our position. Notify the Back that we may need the impellers. Navigator, plot a course to the far side of Jupiter. Pick a place that keeps Jupiter between us and the inner planets.” He turned to Kathy. “First Officer, set Condition Zeta throughout the ship. Close all doors and hatches. Shut down the tram except for urgent and emergency transport.”

“Aye, aye, sir. Send the Passengers to their cabins?” Kathy asked.

Charles thought for a moment. “Yes. Tell them it’s not a drill.” He pushed a button on his desk panel to open a channel. “Your Holiness, this is the Captain.”

“Good morning, Captain. What was that horrible alarm?”

“Sir, it would take too long to explain, and you and I have no time. I am ordering all Passengers to their cabins for the duration. Your office will receive the usual pushback, but please assure them this is no drill and that I am ordering this action for their safety. Tell them any messages sent to the bridge from the Ring will be ignored.”

“Understood, Captain. I see complaints coming over the tubes already. I am pointing at my assistants as we speak and telling them to enact your orders and to deal with the complaints. Do you have an idea how long we will be enclosed?”

“The Engineer and her team are checking things out. As soon as I know, you will know.”

“Thank you, Captain. I appreciate the warning, and we will get people into their safe places. I will be in my cabin next time we need to talk.” The Pope closed the channel.

Kathy understood the Pope’s words. Unlike the Crew in the Front and the Engineers in the Back, Passengers took a maximum level of comfort in their daily lives while tolerating minimal oversight and direction. To be ordered to do anything by a distant voice from the Front of the ship would be abhorrent to their basic nature.

You’d think that after transitioning the Oort cloud, the Passengers would be less of a headache when it came to letting us protect them, but they keep pushing us on every little detail about Landing, including not leaving the ship, she thought.

“Captain,” Gemma said from the helm, “the engine spaces report that we can move in a few minutes. Sooner if you need an emergency start like we did during Transition.”

“Tell them to follow their routine ignition sequence, Helm. We haven’t decided if we’re moving yet.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Got us a new home, Navigator?”

Damion turned from his screen. “Yes, sir. We can park it on the far side of Jupiter by tomorrow, but we’ll have to maintain our station with thrusters and the impellers to keep Jupiter between us and the rest of the system.”

“Good to know. Thank you.” He pushed a button. “Engineer, unless you have something concrete, we’re moving to a new home.”

“Sir, we’re still playing back our tapes and videos. The short version for now is that the destroyed comm satellite was the first one to approach the Moon and go below its equator. When it crossed the line and got within”—Joro paused—“about a hundred miles off the surface, an energy source appeared on the Moon. A minute later, the satellite was destroyed by an energy beam.”

Kathy tensed as the Engineer paused again. “For what it’s worth, the energy spectrum in the beam is very close to the energy spectrum we hit during Transition, so we’re guessing we activated another dormant defense system.”

“I don’t like that guessing part, Engineer, but the rest of the information is interesting. Did we have satellites approaching the north side of the Moon within that distance of a hundred miles?”

“Yes, sir. Two. One of them was orbiting fairly close to the surface before we recalled them. They were not fired upon.”

“So if there’s a north defense station, it’s broken.”

“Your guess is as good as ours, Captain.”

“Recommendation, Engineer?”

“No choice, sir, in my opinion. We have no defensive systems or shields to protect us from those kinds of energy weapons, and we don’t need more surprises.”

Charles turned to Kathy. “First Officer?”

“Concur, sir. It will make mapping and surveying the inner planets more difficult and time consuming, but we can’t do either if we’re dead or if the ship is blasted open.”

“Thank you. I agree with you both.” He pushed his screen. “All hands, this is the Captain. For reasons that will be explained later, we are leaving our station at this Lagrange point. Prepare for ship movement. Maintain Condition Zeta. Remain where you are until the all-clear is sounded. Thank you.” He closed the channel. “Helm, when the engine spaces signal green, take us out.”

“Aye, sir. I have green lights now. Engaging the impellers.”

Kathy silently sighed. After thousands of years and so many sacrifices, Salvation was moving away from its new home and, in a way, its future. She couldn’t help but wonder when or if they would return.

Charles answered her silent question, speaking to the Moon on the main screen. “We’ll be back, you big bastard. We’ve sacrificed too much to let you get in our way.” He took a deep breath. “Helm, steady as she goes.”

“Aye, sir.”








  
  
Manny




Weeks later, Manny wished he could take off his spacesuit gloves because his palms were itching like crazy, but the Captain had been adamant: full suits from launch until they returned to the ship. 

The Second Officer smiled because he knew what Pops, his stepfather, would say if he knew Manny’s palms were itching.

“We’re about to strike it rich, boy. Plan your retirement!”

Manny wished he could talk to Pops now, but that was impossible on several levels, the least of which was that Manny was aboard a shuttle thousands of miles away from Salvation. Even worse, the Second Officer was in command of the crew charged with investigating and deactivating the source of the energy beam that had destroyed the satellite from the Moon.

I wish my palms were itching because of wealth. They itch because I’m nervous.

Hell with that. I’m scared.

“Skipper, we’re about to enter the one-hundred-mile zone around the Moon,” the pilot at the helm said. 

“Any noise or energy from the surface, Scans?” he asked the Burner at the engineering station.

“Negative, sir,” she said. “All quiet.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way.” Manny rubbed the palms of his gloves on his legs at his place in the control cabin’s jump seat behind the pilot. A massive human being since birth, he barely fit on the small chair, and his restraining straps were all extended to full length to get around him and his suit. “Take us down.” He clicked his mic to a separate channel. “Salvation, we are beginning our descent.” 

“Discovery, this is Actual,” the Captain’s voice came back almost immediately. “Acknowledge your go. Slow and steady. Be safe.”

“Roger, Actual.” He switched back to the shuttle channel and spoke aloud to no one in particular. “At least the comm satellites are online.” He received nods in return. 

The complexity of the mission still amazed him. There’d been weeks of meetings and planning, and the Captain had involved him from day one. At first, he sat at the Captain’s right hand, but as time passed, Charles deferred more and more to Manny taking a leadership role in the mission’s planning, including picking out the shuttle personnel, instruments, and supplies.

The Second Officer would take a secret to his grave: days before, he had figured out that the Captain was pulling Manny into meetings because he’d already picked him to lead the mission to the Moon.

The reality of the decision was like falling face-first into a cold pool of water, and Manny didn’t sleep for nights, dwelling on everything that could go wrong. He finally decided that if he was going to get any rest, he’d need to work himself to sleep. He dove into every possible detail of Operation Moon, as it was called, and demanded that all related operations be reviewed and approved by him. The Captain and Engineer backed him up.

As the Moon’s surface grew larger in the shuttle’s screen, Manny used the moment to review the phases of the operation. Phase One involved the remote launching satellites from Salvation to the Moon. Without fail, all satellites that dropped below the equatorial line were blasted out of space while those staying above the line orbited safely. Phase Two sent a full-sized shuttle like the one Manny was riding to the Moon but without a crew. It was remotely piloted to see how close they could get to the energy source. The shuttle approached the surface from the north and, surprisingly, landed untouched three miles from the energy source.

Keven had opined in a meeting what Manny thought was the most reasonable point. “The builders, whoever they were, didn’t want to destroy themselves if they had to send anyone to fix anything, so my guess is they had a built-in safety system. Any ship coming over the surface from the north was safe. Any unidentified ship coming in from space would be destroyed.”

I hope that still holds true, Manny thought as the pilot turned the ship south as it reached the surface.

Phase Three was what they were doing now. Manny led the mission with two shuttles. His shuttle, Discovery, would approach from the north and land near the energy source then determine if they could disable the beam so Salvation’s scientists and Technicians could study the technology. The Engineer said she was certain this wasn’t the last defensive system they would encounter, and she wanted her team to learn how to disable the systems without using explosives. 

The second shuttle, Atlantis, would stay in orbit above the north pole of the Moon and serve as a rescue vessel if needed. Its secondary purpose was to string communication satellites between the third planet, known as New Earth, the Moon, and Salvation parked on the far side of Jupiter. The satellites were essential for the mapping and exploration of New Earth.

“Coming up on twenty-five miles, Skipper,” the pilot said.

Last checkpoint. “Any noise from the target?”

“Negative. Dead quiet.” The pilot sounded amused at his graveyard humor. “No energy readings.”

“Proceed on mission profile.” Manny resisted the urge to tell the shuttle crew to keep their eyes open. He doubted anybody on board was blinking.

Sooner than he expected, the pilot touched down on the surface. “Skipper, Discovery has landed.”

The applause and cheers from the cabin behind him startled Manny. After thousands of years, Salvation had finally landed on an alien world for the first time after they left Old Earth. He felt a dumb smile grow on his face as he shook the hands of the crew in front of the shuttle.

He unbuckled and entered the main body of the shuttle to see the team hefting bags of tools and equipment. He looked at Puck, who had been chosen as the lead Technician. “You got the stuff?”

Puck pointed at his bag. “Completely safe.”

Manny nodded and looked at Allon standing by the airlock. “Let’s go.”

The older Technician unblocked the airlock and pushed the buttons to open the door. What little air was left in the main cabin vented to space as the door slid aside to reveal the gray surface. The pilot had parked Discovery near the robot shuttle from Phase Two. Three of Discovery’s crew would board and activate the robot shuttle to return it to Salvation when the mission was over.

Puck gestured Manny to the airlock, moving to one side to let the large officer in his spacesuit pass him. “After you, sir.”

“Thank you.” Here goes nothing. We know nothing about the Moon’s defensive systems. Will I get vaporized when I hit the surface? He took a breath, ducked under the upper threshold of the open door, and jumped three feet from the shuttle to the surface, nearly floating in the lighter gravity compared to his home on the ship. He barely felt the landing.

What do you know? My palms stopped itching.

He switched to the main channel. “Salvation, this is Discovery. We are on the Moon.”








  
  
Duncan




The bar owner cursed under his breath when he saw every screen in The Bilgewater Cafe was displaying the Discovery mission and zero football games, the games being the main source of his income and power on the ship.

Jackson was right when he said to cancel the games. Nobody would take the field, and almost no one would be interested in gambling today because of this bullshit historical event. 

Duncan took his customary stool at the end of the bar while the bartender put a ginger ale in front of him. He nodded his approval, not only at the speed of service but at the loveliness of his server. As his second-in-command, Jackson had replaced all the male bartenders with young women, reasoning that the customers were less likely to complain about the watered-down grog if a beautiful woman was behind the bar.

He lifted the glass to her as a salute then turned away so he wouldn’t be tempted to ask her name. One of the first lessons Jackson had taught him was to never screw the staff. “Nothing good comes of it,” his mentor had said. Duncan had been tempted a couple of times to break the rule, but before he could make a move, the employee was “redistributed” to another part of Duncan’s empire.

Oh well. Beautiful women who don’t work for me are banging on my door all the time, also like Jackson said they would. Better safe than sorry.

Despite the lack of games on the screens, he wasn’t entirely displeased with the crowd filling his tables. The Bilgewater Cafe was partly a diner, though it only served the manna that was the staple of everyone’s menu on board Salvation. Like every other day, the large open room with tables and the long bar were full of Burners seeking an alcoholic escape while watching the events on the screens.

At least I’m seeing some business today, though not the usual profits I get from the games I had to cancel.

The most surprising aspect was the secret count room locked behind one wall. This was the center of Duncan’s empire. If there was organized gambling anywhere on board the ship, the odds were good that Duncan’s team was running the book and that he was getting a small slice of the action. The small slices were collected and organized in the counting room for his review.

The added fun in his mind was that he was also the unofficial commissioner of the ship’s football leagues called “soccer” in the Ring. The team owners, who were owners in name only, consulted with him on matches and player trades. With Jackson covering daily operations, Duncan found “playing God” with his leagues and teams more fun than he’d expected.

There had been grumbling from the owners when they learned there was a new sheriff in town to replace Louisa, the previous commissioner and Duncan’s mother. She’d drowned unexpectedly in one of her spas, and no one knew who was going to take her place until her will revealed the existence of her secret son. Even Duncan was surprised to learn he was inheriting everything.

One owner was extremely vocal about her displeasure and went so far as to organize her own league. Or more accurately, she started to organize her own league up until the day she disappeared.

This brush with the organized crime side of his empire still unnerved Duncan. He and Jackson had discussed the problem, and he concluded the owner didn’t have much chance of success due to the numbers involved. Duncan owned the rest of the teams, end of story. He said in passing that when she failed, which was inevitable, she would be a pain in the ass for a long time, no matter what. Jackson nodded and changed the subject. 

She disappeared two days later. Problem solved.

As if the memory had called out to him, Jackson appeared and took the stool next to Duncan. The bartender put a glass of water at his elbow and left them alone. “Hey, boss.”

“Morning.”

Jackson sipped from the glass, gesturing at the wall screen with the Discovery mission with his free hand. “Looks like things are going okay. They didn’t get blown up.”

“So far.”

“Yeah. So far.” He leaned forward and dropped his voice. “We got a book running on it. Good odds. Not doing bad business.”

Duncan resisted rolling his eyes as he grunted. Betting on whether a mission was blown out of the sky was a ridiculous situation in his mind, but he could understand how some people couldn’t resist the temptation of placing a wager. Hell, they’d bet on the ship’s birth lottery if they could. “Did you get a reason from the Troggs on why they’re taking a break?”

“No answer back yet. I’m tempted to pound on their front door.”

“For all the good it would do.” He never would have guessed that Trogg fights would be his most profitable enterprise. The fighters refused their prize money or any form of compensation. They emerged from their locked neighborhood every three days with clocklike regularity to clash in public boxing and wrestling matches. 

Each bout was brutal and visceral. Mercy was unheard of, and the referee, a Trogg himself, only interfered when the loser couldn’t rise from the mat or see through the blood in his eyes.

That was until the Troggs stopped appearing for their matches. Infuriated, Duncan and Jackson were forced to cover all the bets. Had they not, the audience would have torn the bar into little pieces. Future matches were canceled until further notice.

We need the Troggs to get back to normal. I have no idea how to make that happen if they don’t return our messages.

“We’ve got a good life, don’t we?” Jackson asked. “Except for the Troggs, I mean.” 

“You don’t strike me as the philosophical kind,” Duncan said.

“Calling it as I see it.” He held up his glass. “Free drinks, pretty ladies, and interesting jobs.”

Duncan laughed. “‘Interesting’ is an understatement.”

“It’ll be a shame this will all disappear when we go down to the new planet.”

“Yeah.” You finally got to the real reason you’re talking to me.

The subject was not a new one. When his mother was alive, she had purposely used Duncan as her agent provocateur in the Ring to stir up trouble and discontent against Landfall. Unfortunately, he did his job so well that several farmers in the Ring took up arms and stormed the Front as mutineers. They were armed with a bomb and took hostages to make a statement. 

The Captain at the time was Charles’s father, and he listened to their statement but did not agree to their demands to stay on the ship and not land on any planet. In response, one of the farmers activated the bomb. Having no choice, the Captain opened the closest airlock and sent it into space, along with three mutineers and the First Officer at the time, who had volunteered himself to replace the hostages.

Duncan was certain there was a death sentence on his own head for all of those reasons and more: the First Officer was the son of the Captain who opened the airlock, an essential action to save his ship, but at the cost of his soul. He died in his sleep soon after. The old man’s second son, Charles, became the next Captain, and he personally sentenced the surviving mutineers to hard labor under the sewage farms in the Back for the rest of their lives. 

The Captain probably wants my head on a spike outside of his office because I had a direct hand in killing most of his family. 

He eyed Jackson over his ginger ale.

That may be why I’m still alive. Jackson can use me as a bargaining chip if the Captain and Badges get too close to our business. He’ll throw me to the wolves in a second and take over with no problem. 

But knowing that doesn’t help me. If he can erase that soccer owner without a trace, there’s very little I can do to stop him from eliminating me when the time is right for him.

What am I going to do about that? Can I do anything about that?

Duncan gestured at the bartender for a stronger drink.








  
  
Puck




Seriously, guys, I’m not going to blow up. Or blow you up. 

Puck understood why the team crossing the Moon’s surface was far ahead in front of him in a single line with Manny in the lead, but the contents of his satchel were inert and completely safe until he tinkered with them. He and the special Tech team went to great lengths to ensure there would be no surprises.

He tried to fix his facial features to be as grim as his colleagues’ when he could see their faces, but his smile grew from ear to ear.

We’re on the freaking Moon!

After he dropped from the shuttle, Manny had to radio him twice to get him going because Puck was amazed by the stars above and the openness around him. His body and soul were used to enclosed spaces and metal roofs. When given the opportunity, he spent minimum time in the Ring. Even though he could see to the opposite side of the cylinder above him as it rotated between the Front and Back, he always returned to the Back and the emotional security of the four walls with metal above and below.

This is different. And amazing. The sky is full of stars!

The Moon itself was gray and mostly flat with modest hills, and they were headed to one of the low hills in front of them. He’d spent a lot of time reviewing videos on the first missions from Old Earth to its own moon, and already, he could pick out the differences. The Old Moon was pockmarked with numerous large and small craters, while this moon was flat and nearly unmarked. One of the Astrogators back on Salvation said this was likely due to the lack of space debris in the system.

One thing in common between the two moons was the amount of dust that was kicked up by their boots and the fact that the depth of dust was only an inch or two.

The dust isn’t falling. Duh. Almost no gravity. But the clouds get bigger since we’re in the same line. Our suits and bags will be a mess when we go back to the shuttles. Oh well. We’ll have a week of decontamination to clean everything up. Maybe two weeks.

His research had taken an unexpected turn, at least for him. Puck had expected to find petabytes of video on Old Earth’s Mars landings and exploration of the Asteroid Belt, but there were none found. Keven and Piotr said that Man in those days never ventured beyond Mars, using robots and probes to explore their solar system. On the other hand, the Original Builders had excelled at building orbital platforms and traveling the relatively short distance between Old Earth and its moon.

This troubled Puck on more than one level, in that it helped explain Salvation’s rudimentary technology and how the ship was forever restricted to slower-than-light engines. It also explained how humans burned through Old Earth’s limited natural resources like they did and, by extension, forced the creation and launch of Salvation.

We always seem to historically step on our dicks whenever we get the chance because we can’t see beyond today. Maybe we’ll get it right this time.

New Earth hung in space over the modest hill ahead, and as Puck studied it, he realized he had an unobstructed view for the first time. Previously, he’d seen it on videos on screens and pads and through the same porthole in the shuttle, but now, it hung there, where he could pick out clouds, water, land, and the shadowy terminus between night and day. If they weren’t on a schedule, Puck believed he would stop and stare at the planet until his air ran out.

That white line near the center must be a layer of snow across a mountain range. Real snow. Real mountains. Not something made up in the stories I read. An environment that can both be a home and can kill us if we’re not careful. Nothing like the ship.

I told Piper that I wasn’t going down to the planet. Not so sure about that now.

He could feel the thought of his partner softening the smile on his face. Theirs was not the traditional relationship. He spent most of his years fixing broken parts of the ship as a Technician, while she was a highly trained medical doctor, eventually rising to the position of Chief Doctor on Salvation. They’d met shortly before her promotion, though he had no memory of the meeting because he had been unconscious while she was trying to save his life.

That day had started normally for Puck, who was one of the ship’s most gifted Technicians, a fact that he was well aware of and bragged about whenever he could. Some would say his boasting was natural compensation for his dwarfism, making him the shortest mature adult on the ship. Puck would have said his exceptional competence with all things mechanical and electronic was merely a part of his overall awesomeness.

That normal day ended abruptly when he found a malfunctioning airlock and was in the process of diagnosing the fault when someone assaulted him twice from behind, rendering him unconscious, and tossed him out the malfunctioning airlock. It was Puck’s good fortune that he awoke in time to latch onto a handhold and return through another airlock.

The damage to his body was extensive. Aside from the wounds incurred from the assault, his small body was frozen from exposure to open space, and Piper had only been able to save his brain and brain stem so she could clone a replacement body for him.

But the cloning failed—twice. The medical team and Puck’s boss, Paulie, who served as Puck’s next of kin, were faced with an almost impossible decision: let Puck die or use another available cell set for the clone. In the end, Paulie told Piper to use necessary cells from his own body to create a cloned replacement for Puck’s permanently damaged one.

When he awoke, Puck was furious when he learned of Paulie’s decision to save his life. Piper verbally and almost physically tore Puck apart and forced him to face reality: Paulie was always going to choose life. Puck eventually forgave his mentor and friend for deciding to implant Puck’s brain and nervous system into a younger version of Paulie, but they were dark days for Puck.

Along the way, Puck and Piper found themselves spending time together because he was Piper’s only patient, and despite her best efforts to steer her feelings in another direction, she found herself fascinated by Puck’s unique perspective on everything. She’d said he was a diamond in the rough. As for Puck, women came and went in his life, but Piper was a unicorn to him: equally smart, tougher than him, and able to call him on his bullshit when he needed it. More precisely, her temper could boil paint off metal, which she demonstrated many times during Puck’s and Paulie’s separation. More recently, she’d made her opinion known when she learned he’d volunteered to go to the Moon without discussing it with her first.

Her anger never bothered him because Piper used it to say she cared for him and maybe even that she loved him. The memory of her fiery self when she learned he was going to the Moon made him smile.

She was saying she loves me without saying it out loud.

Looking at New Earth, Puck was reminded of the big rock between them—staying on the ship or joining the colonizers. Before this moment, he was adamant that Salvation was his home.

But seeing what I’m seeing now, maybe I’m not so sure anymore.

“Everyone doing okay?” Manny asked from his lead spot. 

The team acknowledged one by one, with Puck being last, and he stood on his toes to look forward. By agreement, Manny was far ahead of the pack, but he wasn’t in the first position. Even farther ahead of Manny was a mechanical rover on wheels designed to work in vacuum and toxic conditions as needed. There were dozens of its kind on the ship, box shaped with robotic arms with tools as “hands” and a camera on another extendable arm. If something during their landing was going to trigger a moon-based defense system and explode whoever woke it up, better it be artificial life versus the ship’s Second Officer.

The hill with the energy emitter grew closer and pulled Puck’s full attention back to the surface of the Moon. From what he could see, their destination looked like the other mounds that surrounded the valley they were walking through. It was gray and nondescript, and there were no openings on this side of the hill. The only thing he could see that made it unique was the same thing they all saw back on the ship: It stood alone in the center of the valley.

Manny held up his fist, and Puck heard his voice in his helmet: “Salvation, this is the Moon. We’re half a mile from the base of the hill. Last checkpoint.”

“Team, this is CapCom.” Senior Assistant Engineer Barrett had been picked as the overall mission leader and stationed on the emergency bridge. “No noise from your target. Proceed at your own discretion.”

“Roger, CapCom. Out.” Manny started the mechanical rover and waved his team forward.

“Sir, check this out,” Allon said, holding out his sensor.

Manny stopped the robot and looked over his shoulder. “CapCom, we have a faint energy reading. We did not pick it up from the shuttle.”

“Analysis?”

“Same spectrum as the Oort cloud,” Allon said, “and downward. Looks like the surface of the Moon is shielding it from sensors.”

Puck was certain Barrett would end the mission now as he watched Manny restart the rover.

He doesn’t want the ship to find a reason to bring us back. Not yet, anyway.

Puck reviewed the people in front of him. Quint was a med tech who’d “volunteered” for the mission soon after Piper learned that her boyfriend was going to the Moon. Puck was certain Piper had told Quint to keep an eye on him. Allon was the oldest of them, and he could take apart and reassemble every system on the ship. Reese was another Tech, whose specialty was life support. She and Allon would work together to decipher and reenergize any system that might be dormant. The only scientist among them was Tristan, who worked in metallurgy but had expanded his skill set to include geology. The last of them was Garrett. His unique skill was to find system choke points and determine single points of failure.

If the team couldn’t shut down the energy beam, Puck and Garrett would analyze the weak spots in the technology and find the best way to blow it up. 

The explosives were in the satchel under Puck’s arm. They were the reason the rest of the team walked far in front of him.

One second, the team was walking toward the hill. The next second, Manny and those in front of him stopped and froze.

Puck stumbled to a stop to maintain his distance. “What’s wrong?”

“Did anyone see what I saw?” Manny asked, his voice strained.

“I did,” Reese said. “It disappeared.”

“Same,” Allon said.

The radio channel clicked, and Manny’s voice came over Puck’s speaker. “Salvation, this is the away team. We have a problem.”

“Go, team,” Barrett said.

“The robot maintainer in front of us has disappeared. One second, it was there, and now, it’s gone.”








  
  
Joro




The Engineer tried to distract herself from the ongoing mission dialogue between Barrett and Manny by looking through systems reports and other administrivia, chores she chose to do only when she actually had to do them. Her lackadaisical attitude toward reports infuriated her Senior Assistant Engineer. On the other hand, Joro knew Barrett had a low boiling point for most things on Salvation. She often had to hold herself back, or she would be teasing him all the time about his red cheeks.

The public reason she was doing reports in her office versus working mission ops on the emergency bridge in the Back was that she was giving her team an opportunity to take the lead on something important without her. Their transition through the Oort cloud had been particularly calamitous for the ship and fatal for one hundred of her fellow shipmates. The events reinforced her belief that key personnel like herself needed competent backups. She only had to point to the Captain as an example. He had fallen hard and was hospitalized as a result of the electrical discharge that killed the hundred.

The private reason that Joro only admitted to herself was that she was a basket of nerves because her former lover was on the surface of the Moon—and her most passionate before Charles.

Reese was… different, Joro reminded herself for what must have been the thousandth time. Joro’s mother, Shona, was the Head Teacher of Joro’s school, so it was a fair statement to say that her family was part of the Back’s establishment. Reese’s parents were unique in that they never bought into the work ethic that Engineers were born to work and sustain the ship. Those few Burners who pushed back usually emigrated to the Ring, but many returned to the Back when they learned about the truth of life in the Ring: Life there was boring to the nth degree. Reese’s family stayed in the Back because they knew this and had nowhere else to go.








